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ABSTRACT 
 
Increased enrolment in the non-government school sector, provision of full-time 
preparatory year programs in non-government schools, the current trial of a full-time 
preparatory year in Queensland schools, and the paucity of research into parent views 
of preparatory year programs necessitate research into these phenomena.  This paper 
mounts a case for research using a phenomenographic approach to explore the 
qualitatively different ways that parents view the preparatory year. Findings from this 
research have the potential to contribute to current debates surrounding the Preparing 
for School trial in Queensland. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Early childhood education and care policy has attracted increased government 
scrutiny across OECD countries over the past decade, with policy shifts towards 
universal provision of free and high quality services (OECD, 2001).  In Australia, the 
importance of early childhood education was emphasized in 1996, by the Senate 
Inquiry Report (Senate Employment Education and Training Reference Committee, 
1996), recommending that, in Australia, “there be universal provision, across the 
range of early childhood settings, of preschool programs for the year before a child 
enters school” (p. 65).  In Queensland, renewed and intense debate on appropriate 
education for young children was addressed by Education Queensland (EQ) in 2000. 
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The preparation of Queensland children for formal schooling should be 
appropriate to the needs of children of that age, flexible in meeting the 
requirements of families (particularly families in which all care-givers work) 
and available, where possible, in the local community. 
                                                (Education Queensland, 2000, p.16) 
 
This was followed closely, in 2002, by the Education and Training Reforms for the 
Future (Education Queensland, 2002) document and its rallying call that “it is time 
for us to consider how to give Queensland children an even better start to formal 
schooling, and better meet the needs of their parents and carers” (p. 2).  In January 
2003, Education Queensland began trialling a preparatory year in 39 government and 
non-government schools across the state, under the banner of the Preparing for 
School Trials (Education Queensland, 2002, p. 3). The state government’s media 
statements in February 2004 indicated that the government is committed to roll-out 
statewide preparatory provision within the parliamentary term (Queensland 
Government, 2004). 
 
This trial of a full-time preparatory year of school was a watershed for Queensland 
education, for parents, children, teachers and policy makers (1).  Thus, it is timely to 
identify and examine the views that are held by various stakeholders in early 
childhood education and to reflect upon the future directions of early childhood 
education in Queensland.  Parents are one group of stakeholders who hold broad and 
varying opinions about appropriate education for young children.  Early childhood 
educators are exhorted in curriculum guides to respond to the needs of parents as 
partners in the educational enterprise (QSCC, 1998) and yet many tensions arise from 
this partnership.  Among these tensions are early childhood educators’ concerns that 
many parents may desire more formal programs in the year prior to Year 1.  This 
potential for a “pushdown” of a more formal curriculum in preparatory programs is 
evident in the international literature (Graue, 1992; Shepard & Smith, 1988; Walsh, 
1989) and in Australian research (Corrie, 1999; Grieshaber, 2000).  Parents’ views 
are, therefore, crucial for future policy development. 
 
Policy context 
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The trial of a full-time preparatory year is the latest phase in the century-long history 
of early childhood education in Queensland, beginning with the establishment of the 
independent Crèche and Kindergarten Association of Queensland (C&K) in 1907.   
In 1972, free non-compulsory preschool education for 4 to 5 year old children was 
made available in state schools in Queensland (Education Queensland, 2003).  During 
the period 1972-1980, 357 centres opened across the state (Education Queensland, 
2003) and, by 2002, 767 state schools provided part-time preschool education to 37 
542 children throughout the state (see Table 1 for enrolments). 
 
PLEASE INSERT TABLE 1 APPROXIMATELY HERE 
 
 
Now, parents can choose between a number of options for the care and education of 
their 4 and 5 year-old children (e.g., family day care, centre-based child care, C&K 
branch centres, state schools and non-government schools).  Moreover, enrolment 
statistics outlined in Table 1 verify a steady rise in the number of parents enrolling 
their 4 to 5 year old children in preschool or preparatory year (2) programs in non-
government primary schools.   
 
In Queensland, children may begin non-compulsory preschool (3) in January of the 
year they turn 5. They begin compulsory schooling (Year 1) in January of the year 
they turn 6.  Interestingly, the number of non-government schools offering full-time 
preschool or preparatory year classes has increased significantly since 1996 with an 
observable shift in enrolment patterns across the landscape of government and non-
government preschool provision.   
 
Table 1 illustrates the enrolment distribution between government and non-
government schools in Queensland for the period 1996 to 2002.  While these data 
indicate that government schools in Queensland enrol a much larger number of 
children in the preschool year than do non-government schools, the percentage 
increase in enrolments is the focus of this discussion.  These data are illustrated 
further in Figure 1 below, which examines the percentage increase in preschool/ 
preparatory year enrolments since 1996. 
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PLEASE INSERT FIGURE 1 APPROXIMATELY HERE 
                                      
In the government and non-government preschool/ preparatory year sectors, the 
fastest growth, by far, is in full-time, non-government provision.  Significant 
percentage increases have occurred each year since 1996.  Part-time provision in 
government and non-government schools even experienced a decrease in enrolment 
during the period 2000 to 2001.  Between 1996 and 2002, EQ’s preschool enrolments 
increased from 34 329 in 1996 to 37 542 enrolments in 2002 - an increase of 9.36%.  
The number of EQ’s schools offering preschool increased from 735 in 1996 to 767 in 
2002 - an increase of 4.3%. 
 
By comparison, between 1996 and 2002, the number of children enrolled in preschool 
(also commonly referred to as the preparatory year) in non-government schools in 
Queensland rose from 5500 to 9434 – an increase of 71.5%.  Closer examination of 
enrolment patterns within these non-government preschools reveals interesting trends 
with respect to part-time and full-time services.  
 
PLEASE INSERT FIGURE 2 APPROXIMATELY HERE 
 
Figure 2 illustrates the changing preschool/ preparatory year enrolment patterns 
within the non-government sector.  There has been a steady increase in the proportion 
of children enrolled in full-time programs and a corresponding decrease in part-time 
programs.  Between 1996 and 2002, there was an increase of 44.88% in part-time 
enrolment in non-government preschool/ preparatory year provision, while the 
increase in full-time preschool/ preparatory year enrolment in this period was 
142.72%.  The number of non-government schools offering a preschool/ preparatory 
year increased from 163 in 1996 to 259 in 2002, indicating an increase of 58.9%.  
This illustrates, clearly, that a full-time preschool/ preparatory year in non-
government schools is becoming an increasingly popular choice for parents in 
Queensland. This demand for full-time services has been highlighted internationally 
in the OECD report Starting Strong (2001) which attests to the changing patterns of 
usage of early childhood services, particularly the combination of part-time services 
in order to achieve full-time care.  In turn, this exponential increase has implications 
for the government sector as it attempts to maintain its share of enrolments.  It also 
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has far-reaching effects on the education of young children in Queensland, as 
authorities in this state consider the provision of full-time services for the year prior to 
Year 1, along with a possible change in the starting age for that year. 
 
Unequivocally, these figures illustrate the increasing demand for full-time preschool/ 
preparatory year programs in Queensland in the 7 years leading up to the 
announcement of EQ’s Preparing for School trials.  Why is this so? Did these parents 
choose to enrol their children in non-government preschools because of the 
availability of full-time provision in these schools?  Is their choice influenced by other 
factors?  Will a full-time preparatory year in government schools slow the steady flow 
towards the private sector?  These are pressing questions with serious implications for 
parents, children, and the role of government in early education.   This research 
emerges from these unanswered questions and is set against the backcloth of scant 
international literature addressing these phenomena.  The next section provides a 
rationale for investigating parent views in light of the current context in which those 
views exist. 
 
Parent views 
 
Recognition has been given to the crucial role that parents play in their young 
children’s development, both internationally (OECD, 2001) and locally (Queensland 
School Curriculum Council, 1998).  It is widely acknowledged that a key role of early 
childhood professionals is to apply and sharpen their knowledge of the children and 
families with whom they work.  Typically, early childhood teachers and parents are 
encouraged to work together, in partnership, towards the ultimate benefit of children 
(see for example, Arthur, Beecher, Dockett, Farmer & Death, 1996; Berger, 2000; 
Bowes & Watson, 1999; Henry, 1996; Howe, 1999). 
 
Many authors, over the past two decades, have drawn attention to the lack of research 
into these partnerships in early childhood contexts (e.g., Page, Nienhuys, Kapsalakis 
& Morda, 2001; Pence & Goelman, 1987). That key stakeholders (i.e. parents, 
teachers and policy makers) listen to each other in a spirit of collaboration is a key 
issue, especially in times of transition (Graue, 1993), such as those characteristic of 
the current reform context in Queensland. During periods of policy flux, authors such 
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as Laloumi-Vidali (1998), argue that serious dissonance between the views of 
stakeholders has the potential to impact negatively on young children. Indeed, better 
outcomes for children are expected when parents and teachers collaborate.  It is 
important to examine the views of parents because making inaccurate assumptions 
about those views may lead to program changes or reforms that may be unnecessary 
and/or counterproductive to the best interests of the children. 
At the same time, it must be recognised that considerable variation exists in the ways 
that parents view the education of their children.  These views are shaped by the 
various contexts in which they occur and consideration of these contexts is an 
essential first step in mounting a case for research into this phenomenon. 
 
Parent views in context 
 
The early childhood curriculum exists within broader sociocultural contexts, which 
include ideologies, traditions, demographic, social and political conditions (Kessler, 
1992).  Parent views of their young children’s education, in general, and the 
preparatory year, in particular, are likely to be embedded in these sociocultural 
contexts.  Kingwill and Fegan (2000) suggest that social, cultural and economic 
diversity has a major influence on the ways that parents guide their young children 
and choose services for them. 
 
The debate around appropriate learning for children prior to the start of compulsory 
schooling is not new.  Decisions regarding “when” and, indeed, “whether” to formally 
educate young children reflect wider views about children themselves and their place 
in society (New, 1999).  The transition to compulsory schooling has been the focus of 
a number of projects within the Australian context (e.g., Perry, Dockett & Howard, 
2000; Raban & Ure, 2000).  Raban and Ure’s (2000) research suggested a tendency 
for parents and teachers to highlight what children could not do when they began 
formal schooling, rather than what they could do. A number of authors in both 
Australia and the United States note that there has been a steady shift in emphasis 
from ensuring that, by the end of their non-compulsory schooling, children are ready 
to learn, to the widely accepted notion that children should be ready for school 
(Dockett & Perry, 2002; Graue, 1992).  The US experience of universal kindergarten 
provision has also revealed the tendency for the more formal first-grade curriculum to 
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filter down into the kindergarten (Shepard & Smith, 1988).  In her discussion of the 
implementation of the Preschool Curriculum Guidelines (QSCC, 1998), Grieshaber 
(2000) flagged the possibility of a similar situation being enacted in the Queensland 
context and a concern that the mandatory use of the Guidelines might result in 
aligning the previously informal preschool curriculum with the more formal, 
outcomes-oriented compulsory school curriculum.  It remains to be seen whether, in 
this state, universal provision of a full-time preparatory year would heighten such 
concerns.  The growth in non-government provision of preschool education discussed 
previously provides an opportunity to reflect on the various ways that preschool 
curriculum may be viewed in different contexts by different individuals. 
 
As noted earlier, the Queensland education context is currently characterised by 
significantly increasing enrolment in non-government schools at the preschool level.  
The growth of private sector provision of education and the impact of the free-market 
economy on public education have been the subject of much discussion by critical 
theorists such as Apple (1996) and Hargreaves and Fullan (1998).  Hargreaves and 
Fullan (1998) issue the following warning: 
 
Teachers and parents observe democracy deteriorating every time the gap 
between a privileged and unprivileged learner widens, every time the public 
school system weakens and independent schools become the institutions of 
choice for those who can afford it.  (p. 15) 
 
 
A similar situation exists in the UK, according to Bowe, Ball and Gold (1992), where 
market forces and self-management are promoted as the means by which the standard 
of public education will improve (p. 28).  Over the past two decades in Australia, the 
move towards a “quasi-market of a system of self- managed schools” (Karmel, 2000, 
p. 7) has gained impetus.  The abolition of the New Schools Policy in 1997 cleared the 
way for an influx of new non-government schools, and changes to the funding 
arrangements for government and non-government schools at the federal level have 
added to the discourse surrounding the perceived educational market (Karmel, 2000). 
Increased federal funding to non-government schools has been amplified by the 
rhetoric of “greater choice” in education.  The current federal government’s policies 
on schooling are based on ideologies of competition and choice, making it easier for 
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parents to choose non-government schooling for their children, from an increased 
number of well-funded non-government schools (Morgan, 2000).  So too, competition 
for clients has become a feature of the early childhood context in Queensland, with 
particular emphasis on curricula and hours of operation (Grieshaber, 2000).  This 
marketplace milieu provides an important socio-political backcloth to this research 
into parental choice. 
 
PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
 
In the period since Pence and Goelman’s (1987) suggestion that parents were the 
“silent partners” (p. 103) in studies of early childhood services, a number of projects 
investigating parent views of those services have been undertaken, both 
internationally and within the Australian context.  These studies are classified here 
according to their focus: 
 •  studies of parent views of early childhood services across different cultures 
 •  studies of parent views of early childhood services across different services 
●  studies of individual parent views of early childhood services   
 
Each of these groups of studies is considered, now, in turn. 
 
Parent views vary across cultures 
 
Given the culturally diverse nature of our society, it is imperative that teachers are 
mindful of the ways that culture influences families’ opinions and needs (Lockwood 
& Fleet, 1999).  An extensive body of research suggests that cultural background and 
ideology have a strong influence on what parents expect from early childhood 
programs (e.g., Carlson & Stenmalm-Sjöblom, 1989; Dunn & Dasananda, 1995; 
Ojala, 2000; Seng, 1994; Wise, 2002).  An examination of a sample of these studies 
follows.  
 
In their investigation of parent perceptions of early childhood programs in Sweden 
and the US, Carlson and Stenmalm-Sjöblom (1989) found that early childhood 
programs were directly affected by the characteristics of the broader society in which 
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the program exists.  The child-centred philosophy evident in the Swedish sample 
influenced parent views of the early childhood program, while United States parents 
were influenced more by diversity, societal pressures and the need to conform. 
Similarities in parental perceptions across the two countries included concern with 
some community issues, the value of children’s choice within the early childhood 
program, the importance of peaceful conflict resolution, and the desire of parents to 
be involved in the programs. 
 
In a study undertaken by Dunn and Dasananda (1995), the attitude of US parents 
toward early childhood curriculum was compared to that of parents of preschoolers in 
Thailand.  Dunn and Dasananda (1995) identified, in both countries, the ongoing 
struggle to promote developmentally appropriate practices in early childhood against 
a background of higher demand for academic programs.  Their study shows that 
common parental expectations may emerge from contrasting cultural contexts.  In 
both countries, success in later life was seen to depend on early academic progress, 
and both parents and teachers in the US and Thailand promoted preschool as 
“preparing children for the next level of education” (Dunn & Dasananda, 1995, p. 3) 
rather than as an environment in which children’s current needs were met.  This view 
of preschool as preparation for school is echoed in other contexts.  Seng (1994), for 
example, noted that parents of kindergarten children in Singapore were concerned that 
the kindergarten year is valued for its ability to prepare children for school.  That 
before-school programs, in fact, seek to prepare children for school underscores the 
nomenclature of the Preparing for School trials in Queensland. 
 
The cross-cultural study comparing Ireland and Finland undertaken by Ojala (2000) 
found divergent parent views between the two countries.  Both parent communities 
nominated the development of social skills with peers as the most important area, but 
significant variation between parent views emerged in other areas.  Irish parents, for 
example, tended to place value on self-assessment skills, social skills with adults and 
preacademic skills, while Finnish parents favoured self-sufficiency and language 
skills and placed little value on preacademic skills.  Interestingly, Ojala (2000) found 
strong agreement between parents and teachers in Finland, but jointly held priorities 
for the programs were generally not to be found in the Irish cohort. 
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Culturally determined differences in parent views of early childhood programs 
emerge in other studies.  Wise (2002) collected data from Somali, Vietnamese and 
Anglo-Australian parents of children in family day care and centre care in Victoria, 
Australia.  The study revealed differences in expectations according to the cultural 
background of the parents.  Cognitive and social skills were promoted by the 
Vietnamese parents, while Somali parents valued social and emotional development 
as a priority.  Wise (2002) found that Anglo-Australian parents expressed high 
expectations for all areas of childcare and across “all developmental domains” (p. 53).  
Wise (2002) also suggested that differences in expectations might be linked to 
parental choice of early childhood service. 
 
Parent views vary across different services 
 
A wide body of research has revealed that parental expectations of early childhood 
curriculum may vary according to type of service provision (e.g., childcare, preschool, 
family day care etc.) (Foot, Howe, Cheyne, Terras & Rattray, 2000; Laloumi-Vidali, 
1998; Pence & Goelman, 1987; Rodd & Milikan, 1994).   
 
Pence and Goelman’s (1987) Canadian study of parents in day care found diverse 
parent views across service type but within the same cultural context, noting that 
“parents’ actions in selecting and using various day care arrangements may speak for 
them” (p.117, original emphasis). The authors also suggested that philosophies and 
values were more prominent distinguishing factors than socio-economic factors in 
accounting for differences between parent views.   
 
This link between the attitudes and expectations of parents and their actions in 
choosing preschool provision for their children was examined by Foot et al. (2000) in 
their study of Scottish parents.  Their study emerged, conceptually, from the shifting 
conceptualisation of parents as consumers of preschool services to a view of parents 
as partners in the provision of education to young children.  Foot et al. (2000) 
examined the views of parents who chose between three types of early childhood 
provision – government-provided nursery school, playgroup and private nursery care.  
They found that, broadly speaking, most parents were able to find a service that 
matched their preferences and expectations for the preschool years.  In their study, the 
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authors raised the “education vs. play” (p. 198) dichotomy and suggested that the two 
concepts are distinctly separated in the minds of the parents – a distinction at variance 
with Scottish government policy which promoted “learning through play” (p. 198). 
 
Like Pence and Goelman (1987), Foot et al. (2000) noted the shift in parent priorities 
as a reflection of the age of their children.  As the children moved closer to school 
age, there was a tendency for parents to place greater emphasis on education rather 
than play.  In contrast, Laloumi-Vidali’s (1998) Greek study did not reveal this 
pattern. Rather, there was a strong emphasis on the educational aspect of the program 
(as distinct from care and assistance to working parents), regardless of the type of 
service. 
 
Similar congruence across parent groups was suggested by Rodd and Milikan’s 
(1994) Australian research into parental perceptions of services for pre-primary 
children.  There was general agreement across the parents that their children would be 
well prepared for school, regardless of the type of preschool provision they had 
experienced.  Interestingly, Rodd and Milikan’s (1994) study revealed that, when 
parents were choosing between services, “pragmatic considerations such as 
convenience and location appear to override educational or learning criteria” (p. 100). 
 
The above studies illustrate considerable variance and commonality of parent views 
across different early childhood services.  Other research explores the notion that 
parent views of early childhood programs may vary from setting to setting, even when 
the age of the children and the type of provision are the same. 
 
In 1998, Evans and Fuller produced a detailed study of parent and child perspectives 
in three nursery schools in the UK.  Each of the three settings emerged with 
significant distinguishing characteristics in terms of their dealings with parents, 
physical settings and teaching styles. Evans and Fuller (1998) concluded that: 
 
Parents … who had had little experience of their children’s nursery 
education, emphasised the acquisition of numeracy and literacy 
skills as being the purpose of nursery education… Parents who 
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have no knowledge or experience of nursery education, may choose those 
institutions which concentrate on numeracy and literacy skills, rather than 
those which emphasise a wide variety of experiences. (p. 50) 
 
These authors raise the spectre of pedagogical change in the UK as parents move 
away from nursery schools that promote developmentally appropriate practices, 
choosing instead programs in which academic skills are made paramount.  As well as 
the possibility that a general shift in views regarding early education may occur as 
Evans and Fuller (1998) suggest, other studies have investigated the different ways 
that early childhood education is viewed by individuals.  
 
Parent views vary between individuals 
 
Typically, there is diversity of views between individual parents. Graue’s (1993) 
study of parents’ high academic expectations of the kindergarten curriculum in the US 
found a degree of conflict between individual parents from the same kindergarten 
class.  While many parents were concerned with promoting the social and emotional 
benefits of the kindergarten program, others were disappointed with the lack of 
academic challenge. 
 
Studies in the Australian context (e.g., Lockwood & Fleet, 1999; Page et al., 2001) 
have revealed that disparate parental expectations are also a feature of the preschool.  
Teachers are required to negotiate a plethora of parent views, some of which call for a 
more formal interpretation of the curriculum, while others promote a philosophy of 
learning through play. 
 
Parent views affect choice  
 
The issues surrounding parental choice of school are complex.  In their study of 
parental choice, albeit, of high school in the UK, Ball, Bowe and Gewirtz (1995) 
suggest that “parents are oriented culturally and materially differently towards the 
education market” (p. 74).  While some parents view it as a market, others do not; and 
parents expect different things from it.  Ball et al. (1995) identified social class 
differences in the ways that parents chose high schools for their children.  Working 
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class parents, for example, considered the “practical and immediate,” while the 
middle class discourse was strongly characterised by the “ideal and advantageous” 
(p.74). 
 
In her study of parent experiences of early childhood services in New Zealand, Lythe 
(1997) found that the main factors that parents considered when choosing a primary 
school for their children were proximity, reputation and previous family attendance 
(p. 19).  It is noteworthy that Lythe (1997) observed that cultural background was an 
influential factor in determining the weighting that parents placed on these factors 
when choosing a primary school. 
 
A number of authors (e.g., Foot et al., 2000; Pence & Goelman, 1987) have found that 
the age of the children as they move through the early childhood years is an important 
criterion in selection of service.  As children approach school age, parents are often 
more likely to choose service provision that meets their requirement of preparation 
for school. 
 
When examining parental choice for children in the same age group in Canada, Pence 
and Goelman (1987) noted that the major factors that parents considered were aspects 
of the program and characteristics of the caregiver.  Rodd and Milikan’s (1994) 
Australian study revealed that parents consider availability in the local area, 
affordability, operating hours and program quality as major factors in their choice of 
care.  In contrast to Pence and Goelman (1987), Rodd and Milikan (1994) found that 
convenience and location were more prominent considerations than educational or 
learning criteria when parents chose a setting for their child. 
 
Although there has been some research undertaken to investigate parental views and 
choice of early childhood services, both overseas and, to some extent, in Australia, 
there is a lack of research into parent choice\ between government and non-
government provision in this country and, more specifically, in this state.  Thus, the 
Parent Views of the Preparatory Year study seeks to redress this paucity of research 
by eliciting and describing how and why a group of parents in a non-government 
school made their particular choice for their child’s preparatory year.  
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THE RESEARCH 
 
The Parent Views of the Preparatory Year study will use a qualitative approach to 
listen to the views of parents, to provide an opportunity for parents to retell their 
accounts of their experiences (Glesne, 1999) and to explain how a particular group of 
people make sense of the social world (Hughes, 2001), in this case, the preparatory 
classes in a non-government school.  The constructionist assumption that different 
people build understanding of the same phenomena in a variety of ways also 
underpins the research (Crotty, 1998).  More specifically, the methodological 
approach of this study will draw upon the research tradition of phenomenography as 
theorized by Marton (1986). 
 
 Phenomenography is a research method adapted for mapping the 
 qualitatively different ways in which people experience, conceptualise,  
 perceive, and understand various aspects of, and phenomena in, the 
 world around them (p. 31). 
 
 
Thus, the research will identify the various ways in which parents in a non-
government school understand the phenomenon of the preparatory year program in 
their school.  An understanding of phenomena is dependent upon a combination of an 
individual’s collective conceptions of the world; the sum total of their experiences to 
date. The ways that an individual may experience a new or immediate phenomenon 
are dependent on prior experiences (Pramling, 1995).  The study adopts what Marton 
(2000) labels a “non-dualistic ontological perspective” (p. 105), that is, that one world 
exists and it is experienced and understood by people in a variety of ways.  Säljö 
(1988) suggests that people make meaning of the world by viewing it through 
subjective “filters” (p. 37).  This phenomenographic research identifies and describes 
these filters, or conceptions of reality. 
 
Underpinning this research is an interest in how parents, as research participants, view 
the preparatory year in a specific school setting.  An examination of, for instance, the 
preparatory year curriculum itself would constitute what Marton (1981) terms taking a 
“first-order perspective” (p. 178).  This is distinct from what Marton (1981) describes 
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as a “second-order perspective” (p. 177), which is one that investigates and describes 
an individual’s experience of the world from their point of view.  The Parent Views of 
the Preparatory Year study adopts a second-order perspective because it explores 
peoples’ experience of reality in terms of how they, as parents, view the preparatory 
year. 
 
This research aims to examine the views of some twenty-five parents who have 
experienced the preparatory year in a non-government school.  Following the classical 
approach of Marton, Dall’Alba and Beaty (1993), the data will be gathered through 
in-depth phenomenographic interview and subjected to rigorous iterative and 
interpretative analysis in order to identify and group the various conceptions that are 
held about the preparatory year program at the school.  It is envisaged that this 
process will, as is characteristic of phenomenography, lead to the formation of a 
number of “categories of description” (Marton, 1986, p. ), which will illuminate the 
variation in the way that the participants view the preparatory year. 
 
In short, phenomenography, in these respects, is a useful conceptual and 
methodological approach to generate a “description of how people conceive of 
various aspects of their reality” (Marton, 1988, p. 191), usually aspects of the 
everyday world that have not been the object of formal studies.   
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Arguably there is a demonstrated need for research in the non-government school 
sector in order to identify and describe parent views of the preparatory year, views 
that have, hitherto, been largely unresearched. Given that the Queensland education 
context is characterised by a steadily increasing proportion of parents choosing non-
government schools for their children’s preschool or preparatory year, this work 
stands to generate valuable insights into parent choice and their expectations of the 
preparatory year. Such work, using a phenomenographic approach to the lived 
experience of parents in this context, is timely given the current debate surrounding 
the Preparing for School trials and the potential for significant changes in the 
provision of early education in Queensland.  
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Endnotes: 
 
(1)  A Preparatory Grade was available in Queensland state schools from 1930 
and was abolished in 1953. 
 
(2)  The terms preschool, kindergarten, nursery school and preparatory year are 
used throughout the literature to refer to the types of early childhood education 
services provided for young children in before-school settings.  The term 
kindergarten tends to be used in the United States (US) (e.g., Carlson & 
Stenmalm-Sjöblom, 1989; Graue, 1993; Shepard & Smith, 1988).  Research 
from the United Kingdom (UK) usually refers to nursery school (e.g., Evans 
& Fuller, 1998) or preschool (eg. Foot, Howe, Cheyne, Terras & Rattray, 
2000).  European studies also use the term preschool (e.g., Laloumi-Vidali, 
1998; Ojala, 2000) and studies from Asia use the term kindergarten (Dunn & 
Dasananda, 1995; Seng, 1994).  Within Australia, different labels including 
kindergarten (e.g., Page, Nienhuys, Kapsalakis & Morda, 2001; Rodd & 
Milikan, 1994) preparatory year, pre-primary, reception, transition, and 
preschool, (eg. Dockett & Perry, 2002; Lockwood & Fleet, 1999) are used to 
refer to the year before primary school, despite the recommendation put 
forward in the Senate Inquiry Report (SEETRC, 1996) that universal 
nomenclature and starting age be established across the states in early 
childhood education.  The use of terminology is complicated further by the 
differing ages at which children enter compulsory schooling, both in Australia 
and overseas. 
 
(3)  In Queensland, state government part-time provision is referred to as    
preschool, with preschool programs also being offered in Crèche and 
Kindergarten Association affiliated centres and private childcare centres.  Full-
time provision, which is trialled currently by Education Queensland, is usually 
referred to as the preparatory year.  The year prior to Year 1 in non-
government schools is also often referred to as the preparatory year.  For the 
purposes of this paper, the literature has generally focussed on international, 
national and local studies that investigate parental views of the year prior to 
compulsory schooling, including programs offered to 4 and 5-year-old 
children.  This cohort correlates with the children of the parents who are the 
focus of my investigation.  These children enter the full-time preparatory year 
at the beginning of the year that they turn 5.  When discussing the before-
school provision for children in Queensland, we use the term preschool to 
refer to the part-time service provided by Education Queensland for children 
in the year prior to Year 1. We use the term preparatory year to describe the 
full-time service being trialled by Education Queensland and being offered in 
many non-government schools during the year prior to Year 1. 
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Table 1 
 Enrolments and preschool/ preparatory year provision in government and non-
government schools in Queensland, 1996-2002. 
 
 
Census Year 
Number of state 
schools with 
preschools  
Part-time state 
preschool 
enrolments  
Number of non-
state schools with 
preschools  
Part-time, non-state 
preschool 
enrolments  
Full-time, non-state 
preschool 
enrolments  
    1996     735     34 329     163     4 002     1 498 
    1997     737     35 310     181     4 307     1 859 
    1998     752     36 981     199     4 642     2 161 
    1999     757     37 660     206     4 991     2 385 
    2000     764     37 920     219     5 432     2 773 
    2001     765     37 099     232     5 401     3 097 
    2002     767     37 542     259     5 798     3 636 
 
                                                            Source:  July 1996 to July 2002 Enrolment Census 
                                    Prepared by: Portfolio Performance Measurement Branch, EQ. 
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 Figure 1.   Percentage increase in preschool/ preparatory year enrolments in 
Queensland, 1996-2002. 
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Figure 2.  Full-time/ part-time ratio of enrolments in Queensland non-government 
preschool/ preparatory year programs, 1996-2002. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
